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Structure of the presentation

● Creating textual datasets from the web
● Why bother?
● Some examples of results

● If it was easy enough, would area studies 
researchers use this approach?









Why bother?

● “identify widespread patterns of naturally occurring 
language and rare but telling examples, both of 
which may be overlooked by a small-scale analysis.”

Hopkins, Daniel J., and Gary King. 2010. “A Method of Automated Nonparametric Content Analysis for 
Social Science.” American Journal of Political Science 54 (1): 229–47. doi:10.1111/j.1540-5907.2009.00428.x. 

● Find the needle in the haystack
● Characterise the haystack

Baker, Paul, and Tony McEnery. 2005. “A Corpus-Based Approach to Discourses of Refugees and Asylum 
Seekers in UN and Newspaper Texts.” Journal of Language & Politics 4 (2): 197–226. 



Why bother?

● By treating the internet as an inordinate mass of 
contents that can be superficially explored through 
search engines and serendipitous findings, we are 
missing out: 
– we cannot see trends, we may miss information 

● Methodological rigour, replicability, and such



Some examples

(the point is not “look at what I have 
done”, but rather “could something like 

this be useful to answer your own research 
questions”)



Examples based on word frequency

“The most valuable use of studies of 
content [...] is in noting trends and changes 

in content”
 (Albig, 1938, p. 349)

Albig, William. 1938. “The Content of Radio Programs, 1925-1935.” Social Forces 16 (3): 
338–49. doi:10.2307/2570805.



Example #1: Russian media and Ukraine



Example #2: Russian media
Ukraine/Crimea/Syria





Local media



Not necessarily in ‘mainstream’ 
languages



Or from sources that may not appear 
in established databases



Such as institutions in de facto states
(or local institutions anywhere, really)



More cases



To present case selection



To point at visibility of politicians, or 
of the institution they represent



Or visibility of candidates

http://www.giorgiocomai.eu/2
017/03/31/abkhazias-
parliamentary-elections-not-
for-the-famous/



Or simply to subset materials and analyse 
them qualitatively, find data, etc.



● (area studies) researchers don’t know how to go about it
● It is technically complicated and time-consuming
● Epistemological issues (?)
● ?

Decades after the technique was established, and in spite of technological 
advancements “content analysis is still an expensive research tool. [...] And it is so 
even in computer-assisted content analysis. [...] Computer-aided content analysis is 

still time consuming.”  (Franzosi 2008, p. XXXV)

Why is this approach so uncommon in 
area studies?

Franzosi, Roberto, ed. 2008. Content Analysis. Sage Benchmarks in Social Research 
Methods. London: SAGE. 





If it was easier, would more area-study 
researchers use this approach?







If it was easier, would more area-study 
researchers use this approach?





Concluding remarks
● Actually giving the chance to explore and conduct 

analysis of the datasets we created (both 
quantitative and qualitative) opens new possibilities 
for feedback and alternative explanations

● Creating textual datasets based on websites (media, 
institutions, etc.) can be easy

● And if we all share them, then it’s even easier, and 
we can build upon each other’s work

● If it was easy enough, would researchers do it?
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Comai, Giorgio (forthcoming, 2017). “Quantitative Analysis of Web Contents 
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http://giorgiocomai.eu/

https://github.com/giocomai/castarter
[code is being rewritten, not fully functional]

https://giocomai.shinyapps.io/kremlin/  
https://giocomai.shinyapps.io/kremlinregex/

https://giocomai.shinyapps.io/SouthCaucasusPresidents/
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